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I was exactly 10 years old when on March 13.1938 Adolf Hitler marched into Austria. 

I remember it very well, people sat glued to the radio to hear all the goings on. 

There was no resistance. Hitler and his troops were welcomed with open arms. Immediately 
all the Nazis came out of the closet They started with the Jewish stores. “ Don’t buy from 
Jews.” It was written all over the windows with black markers. My mother had to clean 
the streets on her knees( there was to be an election and there were signs on the pavement 
which they made Jewish people remove.) and the Austrian (Viennese) people where 
cheering. 

School did not last long, we were send to a Jewish school (Judenschule) where all the 
Jewish children from all over were congregated. Even this did not last long. By 1939/40 
we could not go to any school, only some Jewish teachers tought us secretly. We were 
ordered to work in the Central Cemetery to clean and tend to the graves. 

In 1941 our whole street was ordered to pack up within 2 hours while the SS was waiting 
for us with trucks. We were brought to a converted school (Sperlschule) which was a 
camp. From there people were send to Poland or other Concentration Camps. 

My grandfather and his wife were in the camp the :jame time as my father, mother, brother 
and I. My father had friends among the men who worked in the camp and they helped him 
to find a job as a luggage carrier and so the SS let us go home again and we avoided to be 
sent away, at least for a while. My poor grandparents had to go and we found out later 
they were sent to Litzmanstadt(Lodz) and were killed, by shooting them into a trench. 

We would have had the same fate, if we had been with them. 

Times were terrible in Vienna. We lived in a large apartment with 4 other families. We 
all had to share one kitchen and one bathroom.. We had to wear the yellow star of David 
(Judenstern) on our coats and jackets. We could not go anywhere, food was rationed. 

Every week was another raid, where the local Nazis came to the Jewish homes and took 
whatever they wanted. In the winter they picked us all up, my father, mother, brother 
and me, to shoveisnow, day and night and always the people where laughing and cheering 
and called us all kinds of names. We tried to live a normal life, but it was very difficult, we 
were always afraid, what will happen next 

My brother Georg always wanted to go the movies or with friends(he was only one year 
older than I) Mostly places Jews were not allowed to go. Once he was caught in front of 
a movie house and had to go to jail for 3 days. We were all lucky that he came out My 
mother arranged it with enormous effort, because he worked a forced laborer in a 
ammunition factory. 

In September 1942 we all were deported to a Ghetto in Chechoslowakia, Theresienstadt 
(Terezin). My father was devastated, he always was an optimist and now he saw the real 
truth. His saying was:” The world will help us, they are not going to let Hitler get away 
with his conquering and going into Chechoslowakia, Poland, France, Belgium, Holland 
etc.” He was very mistaken, it cost him his life, nobody gave a damn about the Jews. 

In Terezin we settled in. My mother had a bunk bed with many women in the Hamburger- 
kaserne (Barrack), my father with only men in the Hannoverkaserne. Georg, my brother 
was 15 years old, with boys his age in a house L218 and I was 14 years old in a children 
camp L414. We all worked, it was very bad, but we made the best out of it. My brother 
and I belonged to a group, who had the intention to go to Palestine, if we should ever see 
freedom again, never back to Vienna, where we were treated so badly. The group was 
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8 boys and 4 girls. We had get togethers on Friday’s for oneg shabath. We were singing and 
learned a lot about Palestine and we also learned Hebrew. This kept us going and hoping in 
our misery. We visited our parents, my father was a Pharmacist and he had to run the 
Pharmacy, with all the medication which was confiscated from all the people. What ever 
my parents had to eat they shared with us, we were always hungry. I had very nice friends 
in the camp. I shared a room with over 30 girls, that helped us over the bad times we had. 
Terezin was actually an interim camp. There were always transports of people leaving to 
other destinations. We did not know at the time it was to Auschwitz, Birkenau, Bergen 
Belsen and other extermination camps, where very few survived. 

In October 1944 my father and brother had to leave, destination unknown. My mother 
and I volunteered a few days later to follow them, not knowing it was Auschwitz they were 
sent to. My father was put in the gas chamber and killed immediately. My brother was let 
to live and he stayed in a side camp until his liberation by the Russian army. He was very 
sick with his lungs and was in a hospital for a long time. 

My mother and I came to Auschwitz October 1944. It was hell on earth. We lined up for 
selection, life or death, in front of Dr. Mengele, the worst of them alL He conducted ex - 
penments on inmates, especially on children and twins. The SS was shouting:” Whoever 
cannot and did not want to walk to the camp, can hitch a ride on a truck.” Most of the 
elderly and the very young with their mothers went with the truck, which went right to 
the gas chambers. My mother wanted to go by truck too, for days we were on a train, 
without food, without sleep, so very tired. 

When Mengele asked my mother if she was well, she said:” I have a coId.( She wanted to 
go by truck). He send her to the “other side”. I was a tall 16 year old girl. I was send to 
the “right side”. When I saw who was on the “other”side, mothers with children, and for 
me, elderly people, even they were only 30,40 or 50,1 grabbed my mother in back of 
Mengele and the SS and started running with her. 1 said:” I am not going where the older 
people are going.” That saved her life, but it was only my instinct that made me do this. 

We where running for our lives, suddenly I heard a shot, somebody looked out of a barrack 
and was shot in the face. That was the beginning of the unbelievable horror. First they 
took us to a place where we had to get completely naked, whoever had jewelry had to 
take off. Than we were shaved all over the body, hair etc. Than they was a heap of clothing 
and shoes and we had to grab a dress and a coat, and a pair of shoes. That was it, no 
underwear, no stockings. I had 2 different oversized men shoes. 

Later they brought us to the barracks, which used to be horse stables. It was freezing, it 
was a night mare. We did nothing but lay there, in between they were always selections 
we had to get naked and people were taken out to be put to death for all kinds of reasons, 
too old, too young, having eczema or rashes. Than there were row calls, outside early 
mornings, cold and nasty weather, it was October in Silesia. We had to stand for hours in 
the cold, we were counted and send back again. People fainted, the Capos threw cold water 
on them to get them back. 

One day, we were only a fey days in Auschwitz a new transport came. I was in the latrine, 
when my mother saw Gerty Taussig, my best friend for many years. She was send to 
Auschwitz with her whole fami81y, father, mother, sister, nephew, they were all killed by 
gas upon arrival, only Gerty survived. My mother called her and told her to stay with us. 
Which she did until the end. We had to go through a few selections, the situation got worse. 
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We slept like sardines, without blankets. If one turned around, the whole row had to turn 
around. After 3 weeks we were rounded up and put into cattle wagons and sent someplace, 
we did not know where. We finally arrived in Freiberg, Saxony, a side camp of the 
concentration camp Fiossenburg. 

They brought us to a factory, where they manufactured wings for airplanes, part of the 
famous Messerschmittwerke. We lived in the factory, while they were building barracks 
for us outside. There we worked long hours, with very little to eat, we slept in bedbugs 
infested cots. Two people had to sleep on one straw mattress, everybody had one blanket 
I had it good, I warmed my mother’s feet and she warmed mine. Gerty had to sleep with a 
strange woman, each rolled in a measly blanket The temperature outside was always 
below freezing. Soon they brought us to the barracks, which still were wet and cold, of 
course there was no heater. Everyday we had to get up at SAM and march through snow 
and ice to the factory. The windows of the houses were lit up and music could be heard. I 
was so sad and envious that people live in freedom and were not persecuted. 

One day on February 15.1945 we heard an airraid alarm, bombs were falling. We were let 
out from the factory, while the rest of the people, non-Jews, went to the airraid shelter. 

The sky was red with fire and bombs, Dresden was burning. We were located between the 
cities of Chemnitz and Dresden and we witnessed everything. We were afraid that we 
will be wounded or killed by bombs. We went on working in the factory. Everyday was the 
same, getting up at 5 AM in the cold and wet barracks, marching through ice and snow, 
with hardly any cloths on, no stockings, with frozen feet. SS women with German shepards 
dogs, making sure, we stay in line, not too friendly ~~~ 

The food consisted of some black liquid in the morning, in the evening we got a slice of 
bread and some turnip soup, cold. There was a scale in the factory, Gerty and 1 stepped 
on it ever so often and everytime we lost a few kilos. This went on for a while, I got a bad 
infection on my arm. Metal poisoning, my arm got twice it’s size, no medicine just paper 
bandage. It finally opened up, with the help of a knife, an I was saved. My mother suffered 
even more, she was 44 years old. We had hardly anything to eat and she wanted to give 
me her portion. We got* thinner and thinner. We did not know what is going on outside. 
One day beginning of April we were assembled and put into open cattle wagons and the 
journey into nowhere started. We stopped and went, they did not know what to do with us. 
We heard screams from all over, we saw heaps of dead bodies. We saw airplanes over 
our heads, heard fighting, machine guns etc. On certains spots they let us out to urinate 
under the trains and we ate grass and blossoms from the trees, drank any liquid we could 
find, brooks, rivers, etc. 

Finally we arrived in the Concentrationcamp Mauthausen, in Austria, of all places. We 
knew about Mauthausen and were very scared. There all the surviving starving women 
walked up to the camp. 

The Austrian people were standing there hateful and telling us, that nobody will leave this 
camp alive, that we will find our “eternal” rest here. This was one month before our 
liberation-!! 

When we arrived in the camp and sure we will be gassed, especially when I saw the sign 
“Brause Bad”. One of the male guards saw me crying and asked me why. When I told him 
he assured me that we are not going to be put to death. He even brought my mother, Gerty 
and me something to eat He knew the end of the war was near, we did not 
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We were taken down to the so called “Gipsy Camp”, down the stairs at the quarry and 
there we were waiting for the end. We heard explosions in the distance. Nothing to eat, we 
got weaker and weaker. One day, it seamed like an eternity, we saw a jeep with American 
soldiers and we knew the nightmare was over. There was no joy or rejoicing, we were 
too weak. It was May 5.1945. The way we were re-born. 

My mother was taken to an infirmary in the main camp. Gerty and I stayed in the Gypsy 
camp, very weak and very sick. One day we decided to try to get to the main camp and look 
for my mother. This was very difficult We had to climb up the quarry steps, which were 
immensely steep and a very long way. After every step we had to rest and thought we will 
not be able to make it Finally we arrived at the upper camp, which was converted mostly 
into infirmaries. I kept calling my mothers name, dragging from one barrack to the next 
until I heard my mother’s voice:” Thea, Gerty”. We crawled through the window and there 
we were at last Weak, sick, but safe. We spent almost 3 weeks in the infirmary and got a 
little of our strength back. 

We were anxious to get back to Vienna, in order to find out who survived. We were put on 
a train, a short time later, Russian soldiers came and made us get off. A lot was happening 
after that— but finally we made it to Vienna - direct into the only Jewish Hospital- Maltz- 
gasse- where we spent at least another month. We had no place to go. A woman who we 
knew from before, who became a superintendent- took my mother and me, in. She had 
a one room apartment. My mother had to sleep with her and 1 slept on an ironing board. 
My weight was 80Lbs.(36 kg), my mother even less. 

We contacted my fathers family in Hungary and they told us to come to Budapest to 
recuperate. We went and mother had to go immediately to the Hospital. It took her much 
longer to get back to normal. First we had to get rid of our lice and scabies. 

We decided to go back to Vienna and our new life started. We found out that my father 
went into the gas chamber in Auschwitz. My brother Georg survived, he was in a hospital 
in Germany for a long time and returned to Vienna in 1946. 

1 got a job with the American Joint Distribution Committee, which was a great help. In lew 
of a salary we got food packages every week. (There was hardly food in Vienna in the 
beginning) But whatever we had over, we sold on the black market and used the money 
to buy things for the house. 

My mother had meanwhile gotten us a “Gemeinde Siedlung”, which was previously 
occupied by a Nazi, who fled with his family. There our family life and whatever was left, 
started. 

Gerty moved in with us. Georg came back and started to work for Wien Film. Gerty 
worked with me and we enjoyed our freedom. 

I mentioned before an incident that happened the last days before our liberation in Maut¬ 
hausen. When I was so afraid that we will be gassed and I was crying. One of the guards 
approached me and asked me where I was from and what my name was. Than he told me 
that we won’t be gassed anymore. I saw him once after w were liberated, he had already 
taken off his uniform and was in civil cloths. He said he was on his way home to Munich 
and asked me again for my full name and where I came from. 

One day in April 1946, when I was working for the AJDC, 2 American Officers appeared 
at my place of work and asked for me, Thea Gottesmann. It turned out they were from the 
C.LA. and I was requested to appear in Dachau by Munich at a trial. 
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I had no idea what it was about. I was 18 years old and it was an adventure for me. 1 was 
flown in a military plane all by myself to Munich, Germany and from there I was picked up 
in a military jeep that took me to Dachau.. There they showed me snapshots of prisonguards 
who were arrested in Mauthausen. These guards were held in prison by the allies. 

I still did not know why they wanted me. 1 forgot the whole incident in Mauthausen. 1 
looked through the mug shots and recognized this one guard, whom I met so fleetingly. I 
pointed him out and told them the story. Apparently the guard remembered my name and 
that I came from Vienna and wanted to use me for a witness for the defense. When 1 
realized the reason I was there for, I became very upset. I could not say anything about that 
man. He talked to me, he brought us some food. He knew the war was almost over, we did 
not know that. He needed an alibi and wanted to use me as such. I had to wait 
around-under my strong protest. I had to appear before a High-Judge at the Dachau trial. 
There they were, 62 Nazi guards captured in Mauthausen, sitting in the court room. 

I was sworn in and told them my story, as 1 saw it A few days later 1 could go home again, 
this time a long trip by bus. I read in the newspaper later on, that all 62 men were convicted 
for crimes committed. I am sure they did not get the right punishment 
The years after 1945 were good, we were FREE. We were very young and everything was 
positive. We did not dwell on the past, just looked ahead to the future. Most of the young 
people from Austria who survived left for the USA or at that time Palestine.(Israel) 

I met Jack, my now husband in 1946 in Vienna, he was arrested in Vienna Sept. 1939 
and was 5 1/2 years in various Concentration camps.(Buchenwald, Auschwitz, Buna and 
back to Buchenwald. How he survived is a miracle. 

He left for America in 1947.1 wanted to stay and persue my education, which I missed so 
much. I made the “Matura” which is equivalent to more than a highschool diploma. I went 
for 2 years to the University of Vienna for Law. 

Gerty left Vienna September 1949 and we always stayed very much in touch. I came for a 
visit to the USA in September 1954. Here I met Jack again and our feelings for each other 
were still very strong. We decided to get married and in May 2000 we celebrated our 
45th wedding anniversary. 

We have a wonderful daughter, Julia, son in law Robert and 3 gorgeous grandsons. 
Brian-Gregory-Alex who can ask for anything more- with our history. 

PS I wrote my original memories 5 years ago and doing it again was not easy. We had 
quite a few sicknesses since than. Some as a result from our past, but we are still here 
and hope we will be for quite a while. The memories are now much stronger as when we 
were young and seeing, that the world did not learn from those horrible years 1933-1945 
is very discouraging. Jack and I made a 2-3 hour tape for Steven Spielbergs “Shoa”. 

These are for our grandchildren, if in later years, they want to know details about their 
grandparents* missed youth. 


Written and revised by Thea M. Rumstein on July 16.2000 


